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THE BATTLE OF PETERSBURG. 



Paet I. 



Ok the 9th of June General Butler sent a strong force across 
the Appomattox for the purpose of striking another blow at Peters- 
burg. Fully five thousand men, more than half of whom had 
been taken from General Gillmore's corps, the others from Kautz's 
mounted infantry, participated in that expedition, about the prob- 
able results of which much hope was entertained at Federal head- 
quarters. The main reason for thus counting upon success on 
this occasion lay in the belief that Petersburg was totally unpro- 
tected, even more so than it really was ; and, in fact, as already 
stated, only twenty-two hundred men, of all arms, defended it 
then. But these defenders understood the great and imperative 
duty devolving upon them, and although not a few belonged to 
the local militia of the place, composed, as the Northern papers 
of that period had it, of old men stolen from the grave and of 
boys borrowed from the cradle, they so nobly and heroically acted 
their part, under the gallant and judicious leadership of General 
Wise, assisted towards the end by General Dearing and some of 
his cavalry, that they succeeded once again in saving Petersburg 
from the almost inevitable fate which then hung over it. It was 
indeed a narrow escape ; so much the more so that the defensive 
line of the city, planned before my arrival in the department, 
measured seven miles and a half in length, more than four of 
which were entirely undefended. "Without, therefore, intending 
in any way to disparage the intrepid conduct of the handful of 
men who so signally repulsed the Federal attack on that day, it is 
but fair to add that, had the enemy displayed sufficient boldness 
and enterprise, and had the Federal commanders, Gillmore and 
Kautz, judged correctly of our condition at the time, the " en- 
trance gate to Richmond" would have necessarily been lost to the 
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Confederacy, without the firing of a single gun from the Army of 
the Potomac. 

It was while reflecting upon the limited means I had at my 
disposal and upon the movements of the Federal transports, 
canal-boats, and heavily laden schooners in the lower part of the 
James, as reported from our picket lines ; it was also after revolv- 
ing in my mind what I would attempt to do, were I to occupy 
General Grant's position with Kichmond as my objective and such 
vast resources to help carry out my plans that, in addition to two 
telegrams * sent by me, June 7 and 8, to General Bragg, I also 
wrote to him the following letter : 

" Headquarters Department N. C. and So. Va., 
" Swift Creek, Va., June 9th, 1864—7 a. m. 
" General Braxton Bragg, Comd'g C. S. Armies, Richmond, Va. : 

" General — The present movements of Grant's army have a signiflcancy which 
cannot have escaped your observation. He clearly seeks to move around Lee's 
forces by an advance upon his left flank, in the direction of the James River, with 
a view to operate between that river and the Chickahominy, and, in case of his 
meeting with no adequate resistance, to plant himself on both sides of the former, 
throwing across it a pontoon bridge, as close to Chaffln's Bluff as circumstances 
may permit ; and, failing in this scheme, he may coutinue his rotary movement 
around Richmond, and attack it by concentrating the whole of his army on the 
south side of the James, using the fortified position at Bermuda Hundreds Neck 
as a base for his operations. 

" In that hypothesis our first object would seem to be to throw him off as far 
as practicable, from his objective point (Richmond), unless the Government were 
to adopt the bold and perhaps safer policy of giving him battle, aud decide at once 
the fate of that city, while we remain with a comparatively compact, well dis- 
ciplined, and enthusiastic army in the field. 

" To accomplish this object, the river battery at Howlett's should be com- 
pleted without delay and thoroughly armed : the river should be obstructed by rope 
works and torpedoes, so distributed as to leave passage for only one iron-clad at a 
time, which, in the meanwhile, should prevent the crossing of the river between 
that battery and Chaffln's Bluff. My defensive line, now nearly completed, and 
extending from the river battery at Howlett's to Mrs. Dunn's house, would be 
held by Johnson's Division. 

" The comparatively level and open country between these two points might 

* The telegram of June 7, referred to above, read thus : 

" Should Grant have left Lee's front, he doubtless intends operating against 
Richmond along James River, probably on south side. Petersburg, being nearly 
defenseless, would be captured before it could be re-enforced. Kanson's brigade 
and Hoke's division should, then, be returned at once." 

The telegram of June 8 was in these words : 

"All quiet in our front to-day. Pickets on lower part James River report 
one steamer, towing up canal-boats and pontoons, with pontoniers ; also steamers 
and schooners going up, heavily loaded ; whereas those going down are light. 
Thfe may indicate future movements of Grant." 
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be defended by a line of redoubts from Dunn's house to Swift Creek. The short 
line west of Fort Clifton, between Swift Creek and the Appomattox, would be a 
barrier against any approach from the intersection of these two streams. 

"The defensive line from Mrs. Dunn's to the Appomattox could be defended 
by a part of Hoke's Division, while the rest, taking position in Petersburg, might 
hold it until re-enforcements from Lee's army were obtained. 

"Two divisions, of about fifteen thousand men in all, would thus prevent any 
force of the enemy from penetrating between Drury's Bluff and Petersburg, and 
compel mm to take the latter before he could venture a real advance on Rich- 
mond. 

" With these views hastily thrown on paper, I send you a statement of the 
strength and organization of the forces at the lines around Petersburg, at Drury's 
Bluff, and in front of Bermuda Hundreds Neck, that you may judge of my 
resources and ability to face the impending contingencies for which I may, from 
moment to moment, have to provide. 

" Very respectfully, your obedient servant, 

" G. T. Beat/regard, General.'" 

This failed to arrest the attention of the administration at 
Eichmond ! Its policy— one too often pursued duiing the war 
— was to put off the solution of all-embarrassing questions ; to 
await events ; to procrastinate ; to tire out the patience or ardor 
of the enemy, as the case might be, in the vain hope of " gain- 
ing" time, — which, to others, whose counsels were rarely heeded, 
was "losing" it instead, and neglecting and casting aside our 
best opportunities. The letter given above shows that without 
anticipating each and every detail of General Grant's intended 
change of base, I had, nevertheless, "foreseen" the probable 
"action" of the Federal commander, as General Badeau ex- 
presses it ;* and that while strongly urging the return of the 
troops withdrawn from my command, I persistently warned the 
War Department of a danger which was most imminent. 

General Bragg, as he officially informed me at the time, had 
forwarded my telegrams — and no doubt my letter also — to Gen- 
eral Lee. General Lee stated in an answer addressed to me, that 
no troops had then left General Grant's army, and that none 
could have crossed the James without being perceived. He 
thought it very improbable that the Federal commander would 
diminish his force at such a moment, and was of opinion that 
General Butler himself had retained such troops only as were 
sufficient to hold his lines. He concluded, therefore, that Gen- 
eral Wise must have been mistaken as to the strength of the force 
he had seen. It was, he said, " a small one truly — a reconnois- 

* " Military History of U. S. Grant," VoL II., Chap, xx., p. 848. 
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sance to discover your (my) operations."* He made no mention 
of my suggestions as to what should be done to arrest the progress 
of the enemy. 

But General Wise was not mistaken. The force he had re- 
ferred to as menacing his lines proved to be the five thousand 
men from Butler's army, under Gillmore and Kautz, who actually 
attacked Petersburg, on the 9th of June, but were repulsed and 
ordered back without accomplishing their object, because, strange 
to say, General Gillmore "reported the works in his front too 
strong to assault."! 

General Lee was right, however, in asserting that no troops 
had at that time crossed over to the south side of the James. 
But what was not attempted on the 7th, on the 8th, and on the 
9th, was accomplished very soon afterwards ; for it is a fact that 
the projected movements of the Army of the Potomac began on 
the evening and night of the 12th of June ; and that Smith's 
Corps (the Eighteenth) was at Bermuda Hundreds in the early 
afternoon of the 14th. From Point of Bocks, it crossed the river 
that night and was pushed forward, without delay, against Peters- 
burg. Kautz's mounted infantry and Hink's command of 
colored troops had been added to it, thus swelling the Eighteenth 
Corps to an aggregate of twenty-two thousand men. The 
Ninth Corps (Burnside's) and the Sixth (Wright's) moved by 
way of Jones' Bridge and Charles City Court-House Boad. The 
Second Corps (Hancock's) and the Fifth (Warren's) were 
marched from Long Bridge to Wilcox Landing. In General 
Badeau's work, already referred to above, the following is found : 

'•The operation now contemplated by Grant transcended in difficulty and 
danger any that he had attempted during the campaign. He was to withdraw an 
army from within forty yards of the enemy's line, and to march through the diffi- 
cult swamps of the Chiekahominy bottom, to positions where the stream could be 
crossed without interruption from the rebels ; then to advance to the James, a 
great and tidal river, at a point seven hundred yards across, to effect a passage 
with all the munitions and supplies of a hundred thousand soldiers, changing his 
base at the same time from White House to City Point, a hundred and fifty miles 
apart, to effect a combination of Meade's force with that on the James, and, 
finally, advance, with his double army, against Petersburg."* 

♦See General Lee's telegram to General Beauregard, dated Gaines Mill, 
June 9th, 1864, 2.30 P. M. 

+ " Military History of U. 8. Grant," by General Badeau, Vol. II., Chap, xx , 
p. 343. 

t " Military History of U. S. Grant," Vol II., Chap, xx., p. 346. 
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It was with a view to thwart General Grant in the execution 
of such a plan, avowedly "liable to interruption" from more 
than one quarter, that I proposed to the War Department the 
adoption — should the emergency justify it, and I thought it did 
— of the bold and, to me, safer plan of concentrating all the 
forces we could readily dispose of to give battle to General Grant, 
and thus decide, at once, the fate of Eichmond, and of the cause 
we were fighting for, while we still possessed " a comparatively 
compact, well disciplined, and enthusiastic army in the field." 
It was not a fixed, definite, or finally developed plan, on my part; 
but, as the letter shows, a mere suggestion, the general outline of 
a plan which the leader of the great army of Northern Virginia, 
I thought, might have been asked to mature and put into execu- 
tion at the proper hour, on the proper ground, before it were too 
late, and before his heroic troops and his lieutenants had had 
time to realize the possibility of defeat and, coupled with it, the 
dreadful results that would unavoidably ensue. 

From Swift Creek, early in the morning of the 14th of June, 
I sent this telegram to General Bragg : 

"Movement of Grant's across Chickahominy and increase of Butler's force 
render my position here critical. With my present forces I cannot answer for 
consequences. Cannot my troops sent to General Lee be returned at once ? Please 
submit my letter of 9th instant to President" 

No answer came to the above. The War Department, not in- 
tending to order the return of my troops, without General Lee's 
consent, was apparently adverse to entertain the subject in any 
way. Late in the evening of the same day, having further reason 
to believe that one corps at least of General Grant's army was al- 
ready within Butler's lines, I announced the fact to General Lee 
in the following telegram : 

"Swift Creek, Va., June 14.1864,8:10 p.m. 
"A deserter from the enemy reports that Butler has been re-enforced by 
the Eighteenth and a pare of the Tenth Army Corps." 

To this dispatch, likewise, there came no response. But, as 
prompt and energetic action became more and more imperative, 
and as I could no longer doubt the presence of Smith's Corps with 
Butler's forces, I sent one of my aids, Colonel Samuel B. Paul, to 
General Lee with instructions to explain to him "the exact con- 
dition and situation of my forces between Drury's Bluff and 
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Petersburg, and to ask him such a statement of his present and 
future movements as he might feel at liberty to communicate, in 
order that I might be prepared, to act in concert with him, accord- 
ing as circumstances might make it expedient." * Colonel Paul 
was also instructed to say that the large force of the enemy which 
had already crossed the James had evidently no other purpose 
than to commence immediate operations against Petersburg ; and 
that it was of the utmost importance that all the troops taken 
from my command to re-enforce the army of Northern Virginia be 
ordered back to me with the least possible delay, adding to them 
such others as could be spared at the time. 

General Lee's answer to Colonel Paul was not encouraging. 
He said that I must be in error in believing the enemy had thrown 
a large force on the south side of the James ; that the troops 
referred to by me could be but a few of Smith's Corps going back 
to Butler's lines. Strange to say, at the very time General Lee 
was thus expressing himself to Colonel Paul, the whole of Smith's 
Corps, numbering, as already stated, twenty-two thousand men, 
was actually assaulting the Petersburg lines, defended by twenty- 
two hundred men under General Wise. But General Lee finally 
said that he had already issued orders for the return of Hoke's Divi- 
soin ; that he would do all he could to aid me, and even come 
himself should the necessity arise. 

A few words describing the Federal attack of the 15th upon 
Petersburg would be of interest : 

The Confederate forces opposed to Smith's Corps on that day 
consisted of the 26th, 34th, and 46th Virginia regiments ; the 
64th Georgia, the 23d South Carolina, Archer's Militia, Battle's 
and Wood's Battalions, Sturdevant's Battery, Bearing's small 
command of cavalry, and "some other transient forces," says 
General Wise, in his report, making an aggregate of some two 
thousand seven hundred men of all arms, reduced to a real 
effective for duty of two thousand two hundred only. 

These troops occupied the Petersburg line on the left from 
battery No. 1 to what was called the Butterworth's Bridge, 
towards the right, and had to be so stationed as to allow but one 
man per every four yards and a half. From that bridge to the 



* My telegram to General Lee, dated Dunlop's, on Swift Creek, June 14th, 
1864, informing him of Colonel Paul's visit. 
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Appomattox — a distance of fully four miles and a half — the line 
was entirely defenseless. 

Early in the morning — at about seven o'clock A. m. — General 
Dearing, on the Broadway and City Point roads, reported his reg- 
iment engaged with a large force of the enemy. Just at that 
hour, from Department Headquarters, at Swift Creek, I had in- 
formed General Bragg by telegram of the critical position I was 
in. The last words of my dispatch were these : 

" Enemy could force my lines at Bermuda Hundreds Neck, capture Battery 
Dantzler, now nearly ready, or take Petersburg before any troops from Lee's 
army or Drury's Bluff could arrive in time. Can anything be done in the mat- 
ter?" 

The stand made by our handful of cavalry, near their breast- 
works, was most creditable to themselves and to their gallant 
commander, and the enemy's ranks, at that point, were much 
thinned by the accurate firing of the battery under Graham. But 
the weight of number soon produced its almost inevitable result, 
and in spite of the desperate efforts of our men the cavalry breast- 
works were flanked and finally abandoned by us with the loss of 
one howitzer. Still, Dearing's encounter with the enemy, at that 
moment and on that part of the field, was of incalculable advan- 
tage to the defenders of our line, inasmuch as it afforded time 
for additional preparation and the distribution of new orders by 
General Wise. 

At ten o'clock a. m. the skirmishing had assumed very alarm- 
ing proportions. To the urgent demands of General Wise for 
re-enforcements, I was enabled at last to answer that part of 
Hoke's division was on the way from Drury's Bluff and would be 
in time to save the day, if our men could stand their ordeal, hard 
as it was, a little while longer. Then all along the line, from 
one end to the other, the order was given " to hold on at all haz- 
ards ! " It was obeyed with the resolute fortitude of veterans, 
though many of the troops thus engaged, with such odds against 
them, had hardly been under fire before, and Archer's militia not at 
all. At twelve m., and as late as two p. M., our centre was vigor- 
ously pressed, as though the Norfolk & Petersburg Eailroad was 
the immediate object of the onset. General Wise now closed the 
line from his right to strengthen Colonel Goode and, with him, 
the Thirty-fourth Virginia ; while, at the same time and with 
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equal perspicacity, he hurried "Wood's Battalion towards the left 
in support of Colonel Page and his command. 

At one o'clock p. M., I had sent this telegram to General 
Bragg : 

" Hoke's Division is ordered to Petersburg. Hope it will get there in time. I 
will bold lines of Bermuda Hundrf ds Neck as Jong as practicable, but I may have 
to re-enforce Hoke with Johnson's Division, when lines would be lost. I advise 
sending forthwith another strong division to intersection of turnpike and rail- 
road, near Port Walthal Junction." 

And to be certain that General Lee would be informed of the 
course of action I might soon be compelled to adopt, the tele- 
graph operator was instructed to forward a copy of the above dis- 
patch to General Lee, which was done with all due speediness. 

The enemy, continuing to mass his columns towards the centre 
of our line, pressed it more and more and concentrated his heaviest 
assaults upon batteries Nos. 5, 6, and 7. Thinned out and exhausted 
as they were, General Wise's heroic forces resisted still, with such 
unflinching stubbornness as to equal the veterans of the army of 
Northern Virginia. I was then on the field and only left it when 
darkness set in. Shortly after seven p. M., the enemy entered a 
ravine between batteries 6 and 7 and succeeded in flanking battery 
No. 5. General Wise, in his report, says : 

"The line then broke, from No. 3 to No. 1 1 inclusive The whole line on the 
right was then ordered to close to the left, up to battery No. 14; batteries 1 and 
3 being still ours. The Fifty-ninth Virginia arriving at that time, was sent on the 
City Point road towards battery No. 3. to arrest the retreatof the line on the left." 

But just then very opportunely appeared, advancing at double- 
quick, Hagood's gallant South Carolina brigade, followed soon 
afterwards by Colquitt's, Clingman's, and, in fact, by the whole of 
Hoke's Division. They were shown their positions, on a new line 
selected at that very time by my orders, " a short distance in the 
rear of the captured works," and were kept busy the greatest part 
of the night throwing up a small epaulement for their additional 
protection. These gallant men and true soldiers, who had just gone 
through a forced march and who were being placed into position 
in the darkness of the night, upon ground totally unfamiliar to 
them, never faltered nor hesitated a moment, but rushed forward, 
with their wonted alacrity, and showed once more how reliable they 
were under all and every circumstance. 

Strange to say, General Smith contented himself with break- 
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ing into our lines and attempted nothing further that might. All 
the more strange was this inaction on his part, that General 
Hancock, with his strong and well equipped Second Army Corps, 
had also been hurried to Petersburg, and was actually there, or in 
the immediate vicinity of the town, on the evening of the 15th. 
He had informed General Smith of the arrival of his command 
and of the readiness of two of his divisions — Birney's and Gib- 
bon's — to give him whatever assistance he might require. Peters- 
burg at that hour was clearly at the mercy of the Federal Com- 
mauder, who had all but captured it, and only failed of final suc- 
cess because he could not realize the fact of the unparalleled dis- 
parity between the two contending forces. Although the result 
of the fighting of the 15th had demonstrated that two thousand 
two hundred Confederates successfully withheld nearly a whole 
day the repeated assaults of at least eighteen thousand Federals, — 
if the strength of Smith's Corps as given by General Badeau* 
be the correct one and not my own computation of twenty-two 
thousand, — it followed, none the less, that Hancock's Corps, being 
now in our front, with fully twenty-eight thousand men, — which 
raised the enemy's force against Petersburg to a grand total of 
forty-six thousand, — our chance of resistance, the next morning 
and in the course of the next day, even after the advent of Hoke's 
Division, was by far to uncertain to be counted on, unless strong 
additional re-enforcements could reach us in time. At 9:11 
o'clock p. m., on the 15th of June, I therefore sent this telegram 
to General Bragg : 

" Rn-enforcements B3t having arrived in time, enemy penetrated lines, from 
battery 5 to 8 inclusive. Will endeavor to retake them by daybreak. I shall 
order Johnson to this poiDt, with all his force?. General Lee must lo-jk to the de- 
fenses of Drury's Bluff and the lines across Bermuda Neck if practicable. 

"Telegraph operator will send a copy of this dispatch to General R. E. Lee.+ 

"Without awaiting an answer from the authorities at Rich- 
mond, I ordered General Johnson to evacuate the lines in front 

* Vol. II.. Chap, xx., p. 354. 

+ General Lee had also received this telegram : 

" Petersburg, Va.. June 15, 1864., 11:15 p. m. 
" Generai, R. E. Lee., Headquarters A. N. V. 

" I have abandoned my lines on Bermuda Neck, to concentrate all my force* 
here. Skirmishers and pickets will leave there at daylight. Cannot these lines be 
occupied by your troops ? The safety of our communications requires it. 
" Five or six thousand men may do. 

"G. T. Beauregard, General." 
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of Bermuda Hundreds at the dawn of day on the 16th, leaving 
pickets and skirmishers to cover the movement until daylight, or 
later if necessary, and to march as rapidly as possible with his 
entire force to the assistance of Petersburg. The emergency jus- 
tified this action. I had previously communicated with General 
Bragg upon this point,* and had asked the War Department to 
elect between the Bermuda Hundreds line and Petersburg, as, 
under the present circumstances, I could no longer hold both. 
The War Department had given me no answer, clearly intending 
that I should assume the responsibility of the measure, which I 
did. Before leaving this part of the subject, it may be proper to 
state that, scarcely two hours after General Johnson's Division 
had abandoned its position at Bermuda Hundreds, Butler's forces 
drove off the Confederate pickets left there, as already stated, 
and took full possession of the lines. The heavy guns, the car- 
riages and chassis belonging to Fort Dantzler had been carefully 
buried, according to precise instructions given by me to Colonel 
Harris, my chief engineer. They were recovered the day after — 
on the 18th — when General Pickett with his division, sent there 
by General Lee at my request, compelled Butler to fall back 
again to his original position. The buried guns, together with 
all their appurtenances, were found entirely uninjured and did 
effective work immediately afterwards against the enemy's gun- 
boats. 

It is clear, from the preceding narrative, that no troops from 
General Lee's army were at Petersburg on the 15th of June, 
despite the assertions of a few writers to that effect, among whom, 
strange to say, is Mr. Davis himself. It is true that Hoke's 
Division had been sent from Drury's Bluff at that date, and had 
arrived late in the evening, and been placed in position on our 
new line, a fact which had given a feeling of unequivocal relief 
to all who had seen or taken part in the unequal contest of that 
memorable day. But Hoke's Division, composed then of Col- 
quitt's, Hagood's, and Clingman's brigades, with the addition 

* "Swift Cbebk, Va., June 15, 1864, 1:45 p. m. 
" General Braxton Bragg, Richmond, Va. : 

"Your telegram of 13 If. received. I did not ask advice with regard to 
movements of troops, but wished to know preference of War Department between 
Petersburg and lines across Bermuda Hundreds Neck for my guidance, as I fear 
my present force may prove unequal to hold both. 

" G. T. Beauregard, General." 
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later on of Martin's, had never belonged to the Army of Northern 
Virginia, though sent temporarily to re-enforce it after the battle 
of Drury's Bluff, on the 16th and 17th of May. They formed 
part of my new command, as did also Bushrod Johnson's Division, 
including Matthew Bansom's Brigade, transferred north of the 
James, on or about the 4th of June. 

6. T. Beaueegaed. 
(To be Concluded.) 
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